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Too Serious, Too Soon

Where is th.e ChiIdishness in Children's Fiction?

A"decade'ago, The NewYork'Times commented on the growing

. .numbers of children's: f|ct|on books that dealt wrth divorce, remarrlage
| AIDS; drugs and homosexuallty Real life |ssues were not then new to
_'ch|Idren s I|terature Subjects such as death, divorce, and homosexuaI|ty |
had appeared in 2 few ava|IabIe children's books more. than two decades
-' earI|er Today, however ch|Idren may be g|ven a steady diet of books on
.'_-_dlfferent |ssues every t|me in. the|r hves that somethrng happens such as :
- the first day of schooI the b|rth of a new srbllng, or the death of a pet.” .
Name any family problem socraI |ssue stressfuI expenence or d|sease
| »and you can f|nd a book about |t Julle Cummlns Coordlnator of
Ch||dren s Servrces for the New York Publrc Library says, “AImost .
anythlng you see in newspapers. shows .up in children's books in a very |
_ short t|me" (Lawson 1990, C1). | |
For the past two years I have served as a member of the .
| Intematronal Readlng Assocratlon s Book Award Commlttee Th|s

Commrttee selects and awards a writer's first book. This past year the



Chair sent members. a list of di_sqdalified _books e.ntitIed '"Children's Books
~ That Didn't Make It". Here is a sampling. (OVERHEAD).

CHILDREN'S BOOKS: THAT.DIDN'T MAKE IT

1. -The Maglc WorId Ins|de the Abandoned Refrlgerator |
12. ; Grandpa Gets a Casket ,
” 3. The Pop Up Book of Human Anatomy
| '_4. _You Were an Accident - | |
.' 5. Why Can't M. Fork, and Ms EIectncaI Outlet Be Frlends’?
6. 'Thats It. I'm Putting You Up for Adoptlon
7. Dad's New Wife Robert
| 8 z:Strangers Have the Best Candy
| 9. The Kids' Guide to Hitchhiking :

10: Your Nightmares Are Real

The commlttee members were so ovenNheImed by the heaviness of
the themes in the 300 submltted books they were readlng that not one

. member realized that'the Chalrs..llst.was‘supposed to.be a jok_e.

[Kc
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Clearly the Committee was losing its sense of reality! In fact, | would
argue that ,ivn the books | have read-recently, the reality presented is SO
shamly focused that it does become overwhelming to the reader. For

example, in A Door Near Here Which' won the DeIacorte Prize'fOr Be'st

o F|rst Young AduIt NoveI author Heather Quarles glves a’nail- b|t|ng plcture

-of life when the mother of four ch|Idren takes to bed and bottIe after she
Ioses her.job. The|r father has drvorced their mother, remarried, and |
moved awéy. so it up to Katherixnet_‘the eldest~.child at .15.years, to t.'r‘y'to -
"keep her.brothers and__siste_rs_in,,cvle:_a‘n chothes,lin food, and'.i'n-school'."The R
four siblings cling to their s__ec:rets.,' 't‘errified that an adu.It'wiII see beneath )
- .the'appearances 't.hley:. are trying desp.erately to uphold and alert Social

N .Services-. Katherine 'stlruggles vaIiantIy‘ but _fina'II'y_ e\rerything inps out of

o - control when her 8'-'year-old sister runs away to find the door to the

c Klngdom of Narn|a Readers breathe a S|gh of reI|ef when f|naIIy the

o - 'chlldren are found out and heIped As a reader I couId feeI my bIood

a _pressure Iower as the ch|Idrens reaI|ty became manageabIe

| In add|t|on to the reallty of pIots the reaI|st|c descr|pt|ons in prose
add- to the sharp focus In Dove Song by'Krlstlne :Franklln the ch|Idrens |
mother has aIways been delicate and moody When Bobble Lynn and :

_. Mason's father is shlpped off to V|etnam and becomes MIA their mother'



" retreats to the bedroom and sinks into a deep debresSion The siste'r a-nd -

,lbrother not onIy have to keep themselves clean, find food and attend
schooI but they have to cIean feed, and babysat thelr mother Ten -year- .
~old Bobble Lynn descnbes the extent of her mothers care.

When I peeked in on Mama...the smeII almost knocked me flat.
" | held my breath and crept into the dark room. | fought the urge to
_retch. ‘When | got to Mama's bedside 1 saw what had happened. Mama
had thrown up in bed and no one had cleaned it up. | was already mad at
Mason for not being home. Now my anger boiled inside me like a
. teakettle on the stove. Where was he? Mama-seeméd peaceful enough
~ now. It was probably just a touch of the flu. Had she called for help?
- Where was Mason, anyway?
~ I'was mad at myself too, not just Mason How coId | have thought

Mama was doing better? and then, to be truthful, there was a tiny bit of
‘mad | felt at Mama too. She was a grownup. How could she expecta
couple of kids like me and Mason-to take care of her every minute of the
‘day? And why hadn't she gotten up to be sick? So far she'd been able to
~getuptogoto the bathroom. -She been able to smoke and rock for hours. -
~in her chair. Then | felt furious at myself for even thinking these things,
~and got busy cleaning things:up. | was supposed to feel sorry for Mama,
 but the fact is, the sorry was mlxed with too many other things to be pure

- sorry.

o CIeanlng up the mess was a real chore. Mama woke up when |
started to pull the blankets off her, but she only stared off into space and

- didn't say a word. | had to change the sheets like I'd seen a nurse do on

General Hospital, with Mama in the bed.
~ Luckily, Mama had missed her nightgown when she threw up, but _
~then | thought -about how she'd had that same nightgown on for days, o
how she hadn't had a bath or anything, and 1 reaI|zed she wasn't cIean at g

o all and. shé wasn't-about to help herself. -

_ 'Mama?' | said right next to her head She opened her eyes and
looked at me but she didn't know it was me. | could tell. ‘Do you want to
put on a.new nightgown?' | asked. She closed her eyes. All of a sudden,
my Iegs felt too tired to hold me up: | knelt at the bedside and -put my
face on the clean sheets I'd just put on the mattress. They felt cooI and
smeIIed good I|ke Iaundry soap. : :



| 'Where have you gone Mama’?' I wh|spered D|dnt she know she
was breaklng my heart? (pp 141 142) :
= Children's-literature deals with sinple" mothe_rs and children in -
‘posntlve themes Recently, however, through neglect and emot|onaI
'absence mothers are presentlng problems to the|r chlldren Granted there
are mothers-that oannot_help their cnrcumstances. For.example, .-|n My
ouisiana Slgy. by KimberIy'WiIIis Holt, the mother is me.ntaIIy chaIIenged..

In Saylng It Out Loud the mother is. dy|ng of a brain tumor. But then there

- are other mothers who make conscrous cholces In The Year of the _

- Sawdust Man by A Lafaye the mother Ieaves her daughter because she
can not,endure the conflnement of marrlage. In The Shadow Splnner the

_mother cripples her daughter's feet before she dies and orphans her

| -_-daughter W|th fathers aIready phyS|caIIy absent and mothers now

g Ieavrng their families emot|onaIIy, we must ask “Who is raising the
chlldren?'., It appears that the ohlldren are trylng to raise themseres andv |
.saorificinp their childhoods in the process. | |
e The principal archite_c_t of our modern noti_on of ohildhood lwas the
French..phiI0sopher J-ean-Jac-ques Rousseau. It was he who ftrst criticized
o education,for presenting materials from a uniquely laduIt perspective that |

" reflected adult values and interests. He de'manded a learning process that"



took the child's perceptions and stage of development into account. This
idea of childhood as a_'distinct;phase preceding adult life became |
' intertwined with-modern concepts of universaI education.and ‘the-smaII

, nucIear family durlng the late elghteenth and earIy n|neteenth centuries

- Thenew somety created by the Industrial- Revolution reqU|red smaller

more mobile fam|I|es to go to cmes where there might be work Wh|Ie
'-|ndustnaI|zat|on proceeded qwckly, the cuIturaI recognitlon of ch|Idhood as
| a d|screte I|fe phase was given strong social re|nforcement W|th the | |
establlshment of ch|Id psychology as a SCIentIfIC d|SC|pI|ne (Elklnd 1981

- p. 4) |

However ‘as earIy as. 1981 Dawd Elklnd notes that the concept of
. chiIdhood, which had become' SO V|taI to 'the'trad|t|onaI -way‘of life in |
'. ﬁ'America, j.was_threatened with extinctioh. In 1999, Hymowitz in Ready or

Not: Wh‘y‘Treating’ Children as Small AduIts.'Endang'ers' Their Future--and

Ours argues'that over the last 30 _yea‘rs'aduIts..have_'bee.n undermi.ning the
s traditio_nal'notion of chiIdhood as a period of 'prot_ecti'on and _Vapprenticeship '
~when adults.provide guidance‘ to thefyoung.' From the' mid-19th centtiry to

.thei mid-'20thv century, VAmerica‘ns embraced what'she calls the doctrine_ of
) republican childhood Which 'included the 'encouragement of free pIay and

: the rejeCtion 'of“corpOraI punishment. This ideology has given,'way to



notions of the child as a naturally moral, rational, independent, self-
) motivated '_miniature adult v_vh0m. aduits teach o'n'Iy what the child wants to
| -know. At.the same time, adults define themselves as children's allies,

partners and friends whose duty. is to empower children and advocate

~ for them We have moved from see|ng children as m|n|ature adults, to

see|ng them as ch|Idren to seerng them once agaln as m|n|ature adults.
Elklnd argues that parents under stress want to see the|r chlldren asA_ __
a _m|n|ature adults because-then the ch|Idren are is easner to deaI with or |
| ,because the. aduIts do not want to deal wrth the ch|Idren at aII He 'says,
~ "Parents. who go to work are under more stress today than at any t|me |
since the Great Depressron" (1981 p. 29) and adults under stress are
 self- centered They put the|r own needs ahead of the|r chlldren s needs,
and_Iack the energy to deal with ISSUeS_ apart from themselves. They have :
 trouble seeing others as individuals and see their.own _c'hni.ldren- as
stereotypes To see ch|Idren as m|n|ature aduIts may be easier on the
parents but this vision is def|n|ter not easrer on the children. When the
»' expectatlons for-chlldren are unreasonabIe at any stage of deveIopment,
-abuse may occur (Elklnd 1981 2 185).
So does literature heIp ch|Idren handle the»probIems and stressl

_evrdent in contemporary American somety?-.WeII,' if I|terature mirrors I|fe,



then in 'ma‘ny of our 'I‘ateSt' published books books present to chiAIdren'
fr|ghten|ng reaI|t|es full face. Dan Hade in an NCTE address taIks about -
'- four paths that explore in I|terature the nchness mystenousness and
sacredness of aII I|fe He names his second path "the negative path" and» |
' __states "Th|s |s the path of pa|n and suffenng, of s|Ience and of emptylng., |
"._"Thls path is about Iettlng go and Iett|ng_ be. It..|s- about.darlng._the dark and

~going into the shadow" side of 'Iife" (Hade, 1999, ppL 6.—7).-However |

3 _» |nstead of the gnm reaI|t|es that Kathenne and Bobble Lynn face, he

o ."recommends deaI|ng wnth Ioss through death |n the reIat|onsh|p between

= W|Ibur and CharIotte deaI|ng wrth separatlon from parents wrth Sylvester .
"or confront|ng anger wnth Gllly Hopk|ns Betsy Hearne Professor L
.Chlldren S Literature at the University of Chlcago agrees "It is not aIways '
“helpful to h|t a ch|Id |n the face with a problem. Sometlmes fantasy |s the
best way of deaI|ng with reaI|ty" (Lawson 1990 Cf) |

~ These days New York T|mes teIIs us that when bookstores are out

o of the what they caII "the tltanlc of books pubI|sh|ng" or the Harry Potter

o books they comfort the|r readers W|th Dorothy in The WonderfuI W|zard

:of Oz The Book of Three and The Chronlcles of Narn|a and Bnan

'Jacques RedwaII fantasy ser|es Interest|neg, since the three pubI|shed |

‘Harry Potter books appeared on. the NY Times Bestseller L|st, more -



- adults have been buy|ng Harry Potter books as weII as the other fantasy

. ser|es When pubI|shers |nterV|ew aduIts about these books the aduIt
- readers comment that in add|t|on to deta|I and scenery in the books there .
_|s a Iot of spectacular |mag|nat|on Does the|r observatlon mean that there
;'has been a spark mrssrng in the read|ng I|ves of both ch|Idren AND

. aduns?

: vlde'ntification with reaIity-_based stories may give readers their oWn

- reality back to them, but-they are too 'cIose to»what'is real. The characters

. are too often vuctlms They must wait for aduIts to save them Such

- | __*"fantasy, readers are empowered and assured that they can succeed and’ o

- contexts unnerve readers of any age wuth the|r dreanness and despa|r In

R overcome obstacIes Wh|Ie the obstacIes faced may resembIe the|r own -

'the obstacIes appear in contexts dlfferent from the|r own. Th|s

_ |dent|f|cat|on ata d|stance makes readers feeI safe wh|Ie deaI|ng with the -

obstacIes In the Uses of Enchantment, Bettelhelm (1977) proposes that

ch|Idren I|ve wuth greater terrors than most aduIts can understand and

- fairy tales glve uncanny express|on to that terror A struggle agalnst :

, severe:dlfflcu,ltlesrtln_Ilfe' is unavondable. Such' st_ruggle_-,ls an -|ntr|_ns|c_ part

of h,uman_ existence. If one does.not shy away but steadfastlymeets the

u_nexpe’cted and,unjUst hardships, at the end one can emerge victo'rious.

11



We do not need to shy away from stones that deal wrth problems but we

do need to think about how-books present the problems Fantasy-based

o stor|es glve readers hope hope to keep on Ilvrng and hope to. keep on

| read|ng If we want chlldren to be readers for life, then let us remember tol
g provrde_hope in -the books that we~provrde for children. Clearly teachers
n'eed to 'be.'givin.g puinshers jtheir feedback that more hope.'..and more
_..humor' i:s,'s_ojrely needed»in,the newest books they are publishing. Your

~ students are an open market.
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